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Abstract
Using the reporting of the 2006 Beaconsfi eld mine disaster in Tasmania 
as a case study, this paper explores the changing nature of chequebook 
journalism and the shift towards the consumerist model of entertain-
ment news in Australia. The paper argues that the media’s coverage of 
the disaster was a major turning point in the evolution of chequebook 
journalism in Australia. The moment miner Todd Russell, one of two 
survivors from the disaster, asked then-Channel 9 CEO Eddie McGuire 
to “tell me how big your chequebook is” on national television in re-
sponse to a question about an exclusive interview, chequebook journal-
ism was outed. Seldom before in Australia had a member of the public 
been so up-front about their monetary value to the media. 
Introduction
“Tell	me	 how	 big	 your	 chequebook	 is	 and	we’ll	 talk.”	The	moment	miner	Todd	Russell,	
the	big	affable	hero	of	the	2006	Beaconsfi	eld	mine	disaster,	uttered	those	words	in	response	to	
then-Channel	9	CEO	Eddie	McGuire’s	question	about	an	exclusive	interview	on	the	nationally	







and	 this	article	uses	 the	reporting	of	 the	Beaconsfi	eld	disaster	as	a	case	study	 to	explore	both	
the	changing	nature	of	chequebook	journalism	and	the	shift	towards	the	consumerist	model	of	
entertainment	news	in	this	country.	Drawing	on	a	range	of	media	sources	from	both	print	and	





















pecially	current	affairs	programs	such	as	Channel	7’s Today Tonight	and	Channel	9’s	A Current 






















ful	eye	over	Beaconsfield	on	the	A Current Affair and	Today Tonight Web	pages.	Twice	this	sense	
of	visibility	and	playing	to	the	voyeur	was	interrogated:	once	following	the	death	from	a	heart	
attack	of	Channel	9	journalist	Richard	Carleton,	where	his	colleagues	screened	his	body	from	the	























































–	 the	 “blanket”	 coverage	of	 the	Beaconsfield	 rescue,	 the	 relative	 inaccessibility	of	 the	Torres	
Strait	castaways	(being	based	at	sea	rather	than	land)	and	the	fact	Beaconsfield	involved	“two	
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McGuire	first	appeared	at	Beaconsfield	 in	a	 live	cross	 to	A Current Affair	 reporter	Martin	
King	at	a	local	bar.	Stepping	out	of	the	background,	McGuire	is	seen	chatting	with	locals,	suit-
ably	dressed	 for	 the	occasion.	According	 to	both	Young	 and	Meade,	McGuire	 announced	his	
presence	at	the	bar	by	saying:	“I	am	coming	out	of	retirement	to	host	one	more	Footy Show here	
in	Beaconsfield	…	Free	drinks	on	me.”	(Young,	2006)	Paul	Leeds,	media	buyer	Starcom	execu-














A Footy Show exclusive
This	meant	that	Todd	Russell	and	Brant	Webb	would	make	their	first	media	appearance	a	day	
after	emerging	from	the	mine,	not	on	a	news	or	current	affairs	program,	but	on	McGuire’s	The	
Footy Show.	The	choice	of	The Footy Show	as	the	frame	for	a	live	cross	to	Channel	9’s	Beacons-
field	benefit	concert	was	primarily	motivated	by	the	involvement	of	McGuire	(both	as	the	former	
host	of	 the	show	and,	allegedly,	because	part	of	his	“rapport”	with	 the	miners	was	developed	





















that	is	The Footy Show.	The	two	Footy Shows	received	an	audience	of	1.570	million	nationally	







































































entitled	The great escape	from	8.30pm	to	10.30pm	on	Sunday,	May	21,	2006,	hosted	by	A Cur-
rent Affair	presenter	Tracy	Grimshaw	and	complemented	by	exclusive	interviews	in	PBL-owned	












money	as	well	as	the	substantial	costs	of	its	news	and	A Current Affair coverage	in	Beaconsfield	
–	not	to	mention	The Footy Show	concert.
They	did	so,	 in	part,	by	relying	on	the	publishing	arm	of	PBL.	ACP	published	the	miners’	





feature	each	in	Woman’s Day	and	Australian Women’s Weekly.  
Nine’s	usual	advertising	rates	for	a	half-minute	spot	advertisement	on	Sunday	were	just	under	
$75,000	for	advertisements	screened	during	crime	show	CSI	and	about	$50,000	for	CSI Miami.	
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“The great escape” interview
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But	many	media	analysts	remained	concerned	by	the	continuing	domination	of	chequebook	jour-
nalism	in	big	human-interest	stories	in	Australian	news.




























































































of	 the	public’s	ethics	 following	 the	audience	response	 to	Russell’s	comment	about	McGuire’s	
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“chequebook”	with,	as	Tom	describes	it,	“an	almighty	cheer”?	(Tom,	2006).	While	Dale	suggests	
the	motivation	for	this	response	might	have	been	that	“the	audience	was	made	up	of	Beacons-
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